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Dedication
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To those who had to grow up too fast,

who learned the rules of life the hard way,

and still chose to keep going.

This story is for you.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 — The Night He Was Born
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The casino didn’t sleep.

It never did. Not in this part of town. Not where the lights stayed on even when the power cut the rest of the city into darkness. Here, generators hummed like a second heartbeat beneath the floors, feeding neon signs and velvet tables where men came to lose things they couldn’t afford to lose.

Money was the smallest of those things.

Inside, the air was thick—smoke, sweat, cheap cologne, and the quiet desperation of people pretending they were in control. Chips clicked against one another in nervous hands. Dealers moved like machines, eyes dead, voices calm.

“Place your bets.”

At Table Seven, a man sat very still.

His name was Sizwe.

He didn’t look like much—just another tired man in a worn jacket, the kind you’d pass on the street without a second glance. But tonight, something about him felt different. There was a calm sitting on his shoulders that didn’t belong in a place like this.

Calm meant one of two things here.

Either you had already lost everything...

Or you had nothing left to fear.

Sizwe lifted his eyes slowly, watching the dealer shuffle the cards. His fingers tapped once against the table, a soft rhythm. Not nervous. Measured.

Across from him, a man in a sharp suit smiled without warmth.

“Still in, my friend?” the suited man asked.

Sizwe didn’t answer immediately. His gaze drifted past the table, past the lights, as if he could see something no one else could.

“I didn’t come here to watch,” he said eventually.

The suited man chuckled. “You should have left two rounds ago. You were lucky then.”

“Luck?” Sizwe shook his head. “There’s no luck here.”

The dealer paused for a fraction of a second before continuing the shuffle. Small. Almost nothing. But Sizwe noticed.

He noticed everything.

That was his problem.

“Then what is it?” the suited man asked, leaning forward.

Sizwe met his eyes.

“People who think they’re smarter than they are.”

For a moment, silence stretched between them.

Then the suited man laughed—louder this time, drawing a few glances from nearby tables.

“Alright,” he said, spreading his hands. “Let’s make it interesting.”

The chips in front of him were already stacked high. More money than most people in this room would see in a year.

But he pushed them forward like they meant nothing.

“What are you playing for?” he asked.

Sizwe looked down at his own stack. Smaller. Much smaller. It had taken him everything to get even this far.

Everything.

His fingers stopped tapping.

“Everything I have,” he said.

The suited man smiled slowly.

“That’s boring.”

Something shifted in the air.

People nearby leaned in without realising it. Even the dealer’s hands slowed.

The suited man tilted his head. “Let’s raise it.”

Sizwe’s jaw tightened. “With what?”

The man’s smile sharpened.

“Your life.”

The words didn’t echo. They didn’t need to. They landed heavy, like something that had been waiting to be said all night.

A few people laughed nervously. Someone muttered, “This guy’s mad.”

But no one walked away.

Because this—this was why they came here.

Not just to win.

To see someone fall.

Sizwe didn’t move.

Not for a long time.

The dealer cleared his throat. “Sir, we don’t—”

“Quiet,” the suited man said softly, not even looking at him.

The dealer shut up.

That told Sizwe everything he needed to know.

This wasn’t a joke.

This wasn’t just a game.

He had known, coming in, that something was off. The way the cards fell. The way the same faces kept appearing at different tables. The way the wins never quite lined up.

A rigged system.

A trap.

And he had walked into it anyway.

Because he needed the money.

Because at home, in a small clinic across the city, his wife was lying on a narrow bed, fighting to bring their child into the world.

Because he had nothing else left to give.

Sizwe let out a slow breath.

“You’re cheating,” he said.

The suited man shrugged. “Everyone cheats.”

“Not like this.”

“No,” the man agreed. “Not like this.”

Silence again.

Then Sizwe did something strange.

He smiled.

It wasn’t wide. It wasn’t happy. But it was real.

“You made a mistake,” he said quietly.

The suited man raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

“You think I’m here for money.”

A flicker of something—curiosity, maybe—crossed the man’s face.

“And you’re not?”

Sizwe shook his head.

“I came here because I had nothing left to lose.”

The suited man leaned back slightly, studying him now.

That calm... it wasn’t fake.

That was the problem.

“Everyone has something to lose,” he said.

Sizwe’s eyes darkened.

“Not anymore.”

Across the city, in a dimly lit clinic, a woman screamed.

The power flickered once.

The nurse swore under her breath. “Not now. Please, not now.”

Another nurse rushed past, carrying towels. “Generator’s coming on.”

“It better.”

On the bed, Nomsa gripped the sheets so tightly her knuckles had gone white. Sweat clung to her skin. Her breath came in short, broken bursts.

“Where is he?” she whispered.

The nurse leaned closer. “Who?”

“My husband.”

The nurse hesitated.

“On his way,” she said, though she didn’t know if it was true.

Nomsa closed her eyes.

Another contraction hit, harder this time.

She cried out.

“Push,” the nurse said firmly. “You have to push.”

Nomsa shook her head weakly. “I can’t...”

“Yes, you can.”

Outside, thunder rolled across the sky.

The lights flickered again.

Then darkness swallowed the room.

For a moment, there was nothing.

Just breathing. Pain. Fear.

Then the generator kicked in with a low growl, and the lights snapped back.

But something had changed.

The nurse looked down.

“Wait,” she said.

Nomsa’s eyes flew open. “What? What is it?”

The nurse didn’t answer immediately.

Then, softly—

“The baby’s coming.”

Back at the casino, the cards were dealt.

Three each.

Face down.

The table was silent now. Completely silent. Even the other games seemed to have faded into the background.

Sizwe placed his hand over his cards but didn’t look at them.

The suited man picked his up immediately, glancing at them with practiced ease. No reaction. Nothing to read.

“Your move,” he said.

Sizwe tilted his head slightly.

“You already know what I have.”

The suited man’s smile returned. “Maybe I do.”

“Then why play?”

“Because I want to see if you’ll still try.”

Sizwe considered that.

Then he nodded once.

“Fair enough.”

He lifted his cards.

For a brief moment, something flickered in his eyes.

Not fear.

Recognition.

He set them back down.

“All in,” he said.

A murmur rippled through the small crowd that had gathered.

The suited man didn’t hesitate.

“All in.”

The dealer swallowed.

“Reveal.”

Sizwe turned his cards over.

A strong hand.

Strong enough to win—if the game was fair.

All eyes shifted to the suited man.

He took his time.

Slowly, deliberately, he placed his cards on the table.

Stronger.

Of course.

A few people exhaled sharply. Someone laughed under their breath.

Sizwe stared at the cards.

Then he nodded.

“Yeah,” he said quietly. “That makes sense.”

The suited man leaned forward.

“You see now?”

Sizwe looked up.

“I saw from the beginning.”

“Then why stay?”

Sizwe’s gaze drifted past him again, distant.

“Because I needed to be sure.”

“Of what?”

“That there was no other way.”

The suited man’s smile faded slightly.

Something about that answer didn’t sit right.

But it was too late to care.

“You lost,” he said simply.

Sizwe nodded.

“I know.”

A pause.

Then—

“Do it.”

The words were soft.

Calm.

Final.

The suited man studied him for a moment longer.

Then he gestured to the men standing in the shadows.

“Take him.”

Two figures stepped forward.

No one stopped them.

No one ever did.

In the clinic, the room filled with a different kind of sound.

A cry.

Small. Fragile. Alive.

The nurse smiled in relief. “There we go... there we go...”

She lifted the baby gently.

Nomsa’s head rolled weakly to the side.

“Is... is he okay?” she whispered.

The nurse hesitated.

Just for a second.

Then she forced a smile.

“He’s strong.”

But her eyes said something else.

Nomsa didn’t see it.

Her gaze had already begun to fade.

“Thando,” she murmured.

The nurse leaned closer. “What?”

“His name... Thando...”

Love.

That’s what it meant.

Her chest rose once more.

Then fell.

And didn’t rise again.

The nurse froze.

“...No,” she whispered.

But she already knew.

The baby kept crying.

Loud now.

Demanding.

As if refusing to accept the silence that had just taken its place.

Outside the casino, the night air was cold.

Sizwe was pushed forward, stumbling slightly as they led him into a narrow alley.

He didn’t resist.

Didn’t struggle.

Didn’t beg.

One of the men frowned. “You’re very calm for someone about to die.”

Sizwe glanced back at him.

“I told you,” he said. “I’ve got nothing left.”

The man shook his head. “Everyone says that.”

Sizwe almost laughed.

“Not like me.”

They stopped.

The alley was empty.

Too empty.

The kind of place where things happened and no one asked questions.

One of the men pulled out a gun.

“Any last words?”

Sizwe looked up at the sky.

Clouds moved slowly overhead.

Somewhere, far away, a baby cried.

He smiled faintly.

“He’s here,” he said.

“What?”

“My son.”

The men exchanged a glance.

“...You’re mad.”

“Maybe.”

Sizwe lowered his gaze.

“But he won’t be.”

The gun lifted.

A breath.

A heartbeat.

Then

A single shot cracked through the night.

The baby cried until his voice grew hoarse.

No mother.

No father.

Just the echo of something lost before it ever began.

A nurse held him close, unsure what to do next.

“Shh... it’s okay...”

But it wasn’t.

Not really.

Because somewhere, something had already been set in motion.

A game.

A long one.

And this child—

This boy named Thando—

Had just been dealt his first hand.

He didn’t know it yet.

But one day, he would sit at tables far darker than the one that killed his father.

He would look men in the eye and see through them.

He would learn that luck was a lie.

That the house always cheated.

And that the only way to win...

Was to become more dangerous than the game itself.

For now, though—

He was just a child.

Crying into a world that had already taken everything from him.

And somewhere in the distance, like a whisper carried on the wind—

The ghosts of gamblers past were already watching.

Waiting.

For their next player.
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Chapter 2 — House Rules
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The boy didn’t cry much after that first night.

At least, that’s what the nurses said.

“Strange child,” one of them muttered a week later, adjusting the thin blanket wrapped around him. “Most babies, they cry for everything. This one... he just watches.”

“Watches what?” another asked.

The nurse shrugged. “Everything.”

The baby’s eyes followed movement in a way that didn’t feel normal. Not curious like other children—quiet. Measuring.

Like he was already trying to understand the world he had been thrown into.

They named him properly before the paperwork was filed.

Thando Sizwe Mokoena.

No one asked where the surname came from. It was taken from the file tied to the dead woman. The man—his father—was just a note in a report somewhere. No address. No body officially claimed.

Just another man swallowed by the city.

Just another story no one followed up on.

Three months later, Thando was moved.

The clinic couldn’t keep him forever. There were always more babies, more problems, more emergencies that didn’t leave room for sentiment.

A social worker arrived on a Tuesday morning, tired eyes and a clipboard tucked under her arm.

“Let’s go, little man,” she said softly, lifting him. “Time to find you a place.”

Her name was Zanele.

She had seen too many children like him.

Too many beginnings that started with loss.

The car ride was long. The city shifted outside the window—from busy streets packed with taxis and shouting vendors to quieter roads, then to places where the buildings looked tired, like they had given up trying.

They stopped in front of a house that leaned slightly to one side.

Paint peeling. Gate hanging loose.

A place that wasn’t quite falling apart... but wasn’t holding itself together either.

Zanele sighed.

“Ja,” she muttered. “Another one.”

The sign on the gate read:

Masakhane Children’s Home

A hopeful name.

Reality didn’t always match it.

Inside, the air smelled of boiled cabbage and soap.

Children’s voices echoed from somewhere down the hall—laughing, shouting, arguing. Life, packed tightly into too little space.

A woman stood near the entrance, arms folded.

She was tall, solid, with sharp eyes that missed nothing.

“You’re late,” she said.

Zanele shifted the baby slightly. “Traffic.”

“There’s always traffic.”

“Then you already know why I’m late.”

The woman didn’t smile.

“Is that him?”

Zanele nodded. “Three months. No family. Mother passed at birth. Father...” She hesitated.

The woman raised an eyebrow. “What about him?”

Zanele exhaled. “Nothing confirmed. But it’s not a good story.”

The woman clicked her tongue softly. “It never is.”

She stepped forward, reaching out.

“Give him here.”

Zanele handed the baby over carefully.

For a moment, the woman just looked at him.

Thando stared back.

No fuss. No crying.

Just watching.

The woman frowned slightly.

“Sharp eyes,” she said.

Zanele nodded. “I told you.”

“What’s his name?”

“Thando.”

The woman adjusted her grip.

“Alright, Thando,” she said quietly. “Let’s see if you survive this place.”

Zanele winced. “Eish, Mama Dlamini...”

“What?” Mama Dlamini shrugged. “Better he learns early.”

Life at Masakhane wasn’t cruel.

But it wasn’t kind either.

It was... practical.

You ate when food was there.

You learned quickly who to trust and who to avoid.

You kept your things close.

And you didn’t expect anyone to save you.

By the time Thando could walk, he had already learned something most children didn’t.

Silence was safer.

The louder kids got attention—sometimes good, sometimes bad.

The quiet ones?

They slipped through.

They watched.

They learned.

“Hey! That’s mine!”

A plastic cup flew across the room, hitting the wall with a dull crack.

Two boys shoved each other near the long table where lunch had just been served.

“Relax, man, it’s just porridge!”

“It’s my porridge!”

Mama Dlamini’s voice cut through the noise like a blade.

“Enough!”

Everything stopped.

Even the smaller children froze.

She stepped into the room slowly, her gaze moving from one face to another.

“You fight over food like animals,” she said. “But tell me—who cooked it?”

No one answered.

“Who made sure you have something in your stomach today?”

Silence.

She nodded once.

“Sit down. Both of you.”

They did.

No argument.

At the end of the table, Thando sat quietly, his bowl untouched.

He wasn’t watching the boys.

He was watching something else.

A girl, two seats away, slowly sliding her spoon into someone else’s bowl when they weren’t looking.

Quick.

Careful.

Practiced.

Thando tilted his head slightly.

She did it again.

And again.

No one noticed.

Except him.

When her eyes flicked up and met his, she froze.

For a second, neither of them moved.

Then she narrowed her eyes.

A warning.

Don’t say anything.

Thando didn’t react.

Didn’t nod.

Didn’t smile.

Just... kept watching.

After a moment, she looked away and continued eating like nothing had happened.

Later that afternoon, the children played outside.

If you could call it playing.

It was more like controlled chaos—running, shouting, chasing each other across the dusty yard.

Thando sat near the fence, small hands gripping the metal wires as he looked out at the street beyond.

Cars passed. People walked by without looking in.

The world moved on.

Like this place didn’t exist.

“You don’t play?”

The voice came from behind him.

Thando didn’t turn immediately.

“I do,” he said.

The girl from earlier stepped closer.

“Where?”

He glanced at her.

“In my head.”

She frowned. “That’s weird.”

He shrugged.

She folded her arms. “You saw me.”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t say anything.”

“No.”

“Why?”

Thando looked back at the street.

“They didn’t see.”

“So?”

“So it worked.”

She stared at him.

For a long moment.

Then

“You’re strange.”

He nodded slightly. “Okay.”

Another pause.

Then she sat down next to him.

“My name’s Naledi,” she said.

“Thando.”

“I know.”

He looked at her.

“How?”

She smirked. “People talk.”

He considered that.

Then nodded again.

Makes sense.

Naledi leaned back on her hands.

“You don’t care about getting more food?”

Thando shook his head. “I watch first.”

“For what?”

“For how things work.”

She laughed softly. “You sound old.”

He didn’t respond.

Because he wasn’t sure how to explain it.

How do you tell someone that everything feels like a pattern?

That people move in ways they don’t even realise?

That mistakes repeat themselves if you wait long enough?

He didn’t have the words.

Not yet.

That night, the power went out.

Again.

It always did.

The children groaned as the lights died, plunging the room into darkness.

“Ay, not again!”

“I was still playing!”

“Sleep,” Mama Dlamini’s voice came from somewhere in the dark. “All of you.”

Beds creaked as bodies shifted.

Whispers filled the space.

Thando lay on his back, eyes open.

Darkness didn’t bother him.

If anything, it made things clearer.

You could hear more.

Feel more.

Understand more.

A soft voice came from the bed next to his.

“You awake?”

Naledi.

“Yes.”

“Tell me something.”

“Like what?”

She hesitated.

“Do you think... someone is watching us?”

Thando didn’t answer immediately.

Because the question didn’t feel childish.

It felt... accurate.

“I don’t know,” he said finally.

Naledi shifted under her blanket.

“Sometimes I feel like... like something’s there. Not here, but... somewhere.”

He turned his head slightly, staring into the dark.

He thought about the casino he had never seen.

The father he had never known.

The story that ended before it reached him.

Then

“Maybe,” he said quietly.

Naledi exhaled slowly.

“Ja... maybe.”

Silence settled again.

But not empty silence.

The kind that listens back.

In another part of the city, under bright lights and careful smiles, the game continued.
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